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Abstract
FIGHTING FOR PLACE: THE RHETORIC OF PRESERVATION IN A
GENTRIFYING URBAN NEIGHBORHOOD
By Kelley Libby, M.A.
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of
Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University.
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2010.
Major Director: Dr. David Coogan, Assistant Professor, Department of English
This paper looks at how preservationists in Oregon Hill, a gentrifying
neighborhood in Richmond, Virginia, appropriated the identity of its working class
residents, particularly through claims on a particular cluster of houses. By reframing the
meaning of the houses, from homes to sites of historic significance, the preservationists
began to “write” themselves into their environment. That is, by engaging the site of the
houses both temporally (through narrative) and spatially (by establishing political
boundaries), preservationists carved out a space for themselves in the neighborhood. This
paper addresses the problems with this process, including the preservationists’ apparent
lack of regard for a viable community as anything more than artifact, but also their
masking of racial tensions in the neighborhood. Ultimately, though, it shows that
preservation is a progressive act, and further, that place, rather than a representation of
either progress or preservation, is actually the scene of the dialectic between both.
1Fighting for Place: The Rhetoric of Preservation
in a Gentrifying Urban Neighborhood
Introduction
The story begins in May of 1996 when tenants of 13 houses at the southern tip of
Oregon Hilli receive notices to vacate their homes. They are given one to three months to
leave, as well as a refund of one month’s rent. The property owner, located just across the
street from the neighborhood’s easternmost boundary, and in view of the houses, is a
chemical additives company called Ethyl Corp. Vice president for external affairs at
Ethyl, A. Prescott Row, cites safety as the reason for the evictions, claiming the houses,
which have been in Ethyl’s possession for seven years, no longer live up to city code.
When pressed about future plans for the property, Row says he doesn’t know, that the
houses are being evaluated, that there shouldn’t be any concern—after all, “it’s private
property” (qtd. in Giampietro “Ethyl Ousting”).
But there is deep concern right away. For Oregon Hill residents, the houses under
evaluation aren’t just any old houses—while Ethyl owns them on paper, they belong to
the long, complicated story of the neighborhood. The possible future demolition of these
privately owned, dilapidated houses on Oregon Hill’s 700 blocks comes as an especially
hard blow to neighborhood preservationists who had in recent years focused particular
attention on the significance of Oregon Hill’s historic housing stock. Several years later,
what will stand on the 700 blocks of Pine and Laurel Streets will not be a cluster of 13
restored historic houses, as preservationists envision, but a 72-unit townhouse
development called The Overlook.
2In this paper, I’ll look at how Oregon Hill preservationists, in response to a
rhetorical exigency, appropriated the identity of their neighborhood’s working class
residents, particularly through their claims on the neighborhood’s houses. I want to show
that in reframing the meaning of the houses, from homes with everyday useii to sites of
historic significance, they began to write themselves into their environment. That is, by
engaging the site of the 13 houses both temporally (seeing themselves in a story) and
spatially (establishing political boundaries), preservationists carved out a space for
themselves in the neighborhood. I will address the problems with this process, including
the preservationists’ apparent lack of regard for a viable community of working class
residents as anything more than artifact, but also their reliance on an imagined past.
Ultimately, though, I want to show that preservation is a progressive act, and further, that
place, rather than a representation of either progress or preservation, is actually the scene
of the dialectic between both.
Methodology
My research has primarily been an exploration of the relationship between people
and place. It made sense to me, therefore, to examine that relationship in Oregon Hill
through the lenses of geography and sociology. Much of my readings—on topics such as
place, gentrification, and nostalgia—come from those fields. But as a student of writing
and rhetoric, I of course needed to ground that research in the literature of my own field.
So my readings also come from rhetoric and narrative studies. For in this paper, not only
am I trying to make sense of a rhetorical situation through my own writing; I am trying to
3come to a deeper understanding of the connections between what people say about place
and what the material conditions of a place say about a people (in other words, I’m
asking, How is place rhetorical?). Those connections in Oregon Hill revealed to me a
dialectical process that also occurs in the writing of a paper—the giving of one’s identity
to a text and the taking of a text into oneself as a way of forging identity.
 But while this paper is in large part an analysis of a preservationist rhetoric in
Oregon Hill, its content and overall evaluations are also influenced by other projects and
conversations I engaged in over the course of my graduate studies. My research on the
700 blocks in Oregon Hill began in January 2008, with an ethnographic study of an
anarchist organization called The Flying Brick Library, which is located two blocks from
The Overlook. Following that study, I took part in a community literacy project in which
I catalyzed dialogue with other Oregon Hill institutions and activist groups, including the
Oregon Hill Home Improvement Council (OHHIC), the Oregon Hill Neighborhood
Association (OHNA), The William Byrd Community House, and SynerGeo. My goal in
that project was to work with community partners to find new ways of talking about
neighborhood change. Throughout my research in the neighborhood, I have taken part in
an ongoing dialogue about place and change with Oregon Hill historian Greg Wells.
Most of my coursework leading up to this paper has centered on a process of
inquiry with the goal of creating a local rhetorical public. I derived my approach
primarily from the fields of ethnography and community literacy, both of which have
received recent attention from composition theorists. Community literacy, as defined by
Wayne Campbell Peck, Linda Flower, and Lorraine Higgins, “is a search for an
4alternative discourse” (205). By discourse, they mean “not only language but the
available roles, motives, and strategies that support a transaction” (203). The alternative
discourse they envision is one in which “people not only acknowledge difference (e.g.,
where urban teens and university mentors can talk about race), but in which people do
productive work together” (207). The creation of a local public (e.g. a community forum
or publication) would provide a space for this kind of discourse.
My work as a community writer and ethnographer involved stepping outside my
comfort zone and into a world where my biases were challenged. Perhaps because I was
writing about place, I was ever mindful of my placement in Oregon Hill—as an
academic, as a person who has experienced cultural dislocation, and as a temporary
resident of The Overlook. The latter bias, despite what I initially believed—that it would
hinder entry into conversations about change in Oregon Hill—actually became a useful
way to initiate dialogue with the community. I find helpful a model of community
literacy proposed by Higgins, Flower, and Elenore Long, in which their conception of a
local public is one that “actively seeks out diverse stakeholders and rival perspectives,
but not for the purposes of adversarial argument. Structured around inquiry rather than
interest-based persuasion, it helps participants discover what their interests indeed are”
(17).
Ethnography shares this process of inquiry as a means of creating a space for
common understanding. Ethnographers, says writing researcher Wendy Bishop, “seek to
document the cosmology, that is, the knowledge and belief systems that contribute to the
coherence of the group.” She goes on to say:
5Ethnographic writing researchers borrow from the anthropological model
of naturalistic, participant-observation inquiry. Traditionally, the
anthropologist would ‘enter the field’ of another (almost always distant)
culture, identify a ‘key informant,’ and begin to try to ‘learn’ that culture,
in hopes of making manifest that which normally isn’t manifest—cultural
definitions, practices, and community understandings. (12)
My interest in finding rival perspectives (those that countered “progress,” as
symbolized by The Overlook) is what first led me to The Flying Brick Library. It was
there that I met Greg Wells, who is not only an Oregon Hill historian, but an activist, a
former punk, and one of The Flying Brick’s three organizers (who were at the time all
roommates in the house). When I first met him, Greg had been living in Oregon Hill and
documenting its culture for more than ten years. He has an uncanny knowledge of the
neighborhood’s history and social dynamics, and in my first conversation with him, he
generously shared his Oregon Hill files, photos, information, and stories with me. I
quickly realized how much of an asset Greg was, both to our community and to me as a
researcher.
“Each community boasts a unique combination of assets upon which to build its
future,” say community organizers John Kretzmann and John McKnight. They suggest
mapping those assets—creating “an inventory of the gifts, skills and capacities of the
community’s residents” (6). This inventory, according to Jeff Grabill, contains three
elements: individuals, associations, and institutions (98). Individuals include youth,
elderly, and artists. Associations include churches, cultural groups, and block clubs.
6Institutions include businesses, schools, and libraries. With map in hand, I began to
explore this terrain in Oregon Hill by recording interviews, taking field notes, writing,
participating in cultural events, and just simply hanging out in the neighborhood. As a
participant-observer, I used ethnography to not only discover community, but to
simultaneously construct that community.
 “When we first consider bridging with communities,” writes Ellen Cushman,
“especially if we hope to do research at the same time, we must chart the internal
workings of the institutions in order to see the ways we might, or might not, fit in” (22).
That’s what I set out to do in Oregon Hill—to navigate the neighborhood’s inscape,
defined by community arts activist Patrick Overton as “the way a community
works—from the inside—people and the way they communicate with each other, the way
they relate to each other; the shared values, interests, and concerns that bond them
together” (xiv). I found it relatively easy to fit in with Oregon Hill residents, particularly
those interested in neighborhood preservation, because we shared a common interest in
saving an endangered place (though perhaps different ideas about what those terms
meant).
One way of charting the internal workings of Oregon Hill was to study the local
public discourse. I read neighborhood publications, like Greg’s zine anthology, Complete
Control, and neighborhood newsletters and the community blog. I agree with Diana
George’s claim that “there is much to learn from those already writing in the streets,
especially where and how to imagine purposes and audiences for public writing”
(Mathieu 27). By paying attention to local public writers, I learned practical research
7tools too; from Greg, for instance, I learned the value of dating otherwise undated textual
artifacts like pamphlets and newspaper clippings. But while I learned a lot about place
and change from my experience in the field, I was left with more questions.
This paper is an extension of my ethnographic and community literacy work. It
looks at the public discourse, primarily in local print media, about changes to the 700
blocks at the southern tip of Oregon Hill. For the purposes of this paper, I was most
interested in looking at the neighborhood preservationist rhetoric from roughly 1996 until
2007. In other words, I wanted to know what preservationists were saying about the site
in the period beginning with the Ethyl evictions and ending just before I began my
ethnographic research in Oregon Hill.
Most of the public discourse I’m examining here comes from newspaper
clippings, fliers, studies, and other textual artifacts I collected from Greg’s personal
archive, VCU Special Collections, and the Richmond Public Library, as well as Oregon
Hill’s neighborhood blog. My earlier ethnographic research and community literacy
project gave me an understanding of the current scene; this look at the public discourse
prior to my research gives me an understanding of the creation of that scene.
The Rhetorical Landscape
The arguments that follow depend on the claim that a landscape—and more
specifically, a built environment—can be read as a text. A landscape, says geographer
James Duncan, is “one of the central elements in a cultural system” and is used by people
to “tell morally charged stories about themselves, the social relations within their
8community, and their relations to a divine order” (Derry 15). Like a piece of writing, an
environment is “a complex and systematic organization of space, time, meaning, and
communication (Werner, Altman, and Oxley 3).” In other words, the making of place is
essentially rhetorical. In the social construction of place, then, the various stakeholders in
a rhetorical situation are cowriters of an ever-changing text.
That text—the built environment—is a medium that carries and reveals the values
of a people at any given time. Anthropologists Lester Rowntree and Margaret Conkey say
that landscape symbols “validate, if not actually define, social claims to space and time”
(Derry 15). Underlying every built environment, then, is human intent. “Place is not just
the scene, empty and neutral, of our experiences, the backdrop for our accidental
communities. It is the medium with which we positively organize our social lives, the
material with which we give form to our communities,” writes David Fleming, who
researched Chicago’s Cabrini Green urban revitalization project. “Space is plastic, and
we can mold it to our purposes, putting us in contact with, but keeping us from tripping
over, one another, allowing us to come together yet remain distinct” (24). The molding of
space is about more than just aesthetics—landscape design, paint color, and unique
architectural features. This is true of writing too. On the surface, a text may be stylized.
But as with writing, a landscape suggests the deeper purposes of a people.
Geographer Timothy Oakes says, “The formation of emotional, sentimental bonds
between people and a place brings together...the material formations on a geographic site
and the meanings we invest in them” (481). He suggests place can be a means of
protecting local identity: “...place can be associated with a new spatial politics of
9resistance, an effort to reinscribe a place-based territorial identity in opposition to the
spatial colonizations of capitalist modernity” (509). In the Richmond media, the story of
the 700 blocks was often talked about in terms of a battle in which Oregon Hill was the
besieged, yet stalwart, victim of capitalism. For example, when Ethyl later announced its
decision to demolish the 13 houses it had vacated, a group of about 60 people gathered on
the 700 blocks to protest. “Ethyl is lethal to its neighbors,” one of their signs read.
Reporter Gordon Hickey of The Richmond Times-Dispatch says residents called Ethyl’s
decision an “attack on their neighborhood” (“Oregon Hill”). And a 1997 retrospective
Richmond Voice article on changes in Oregon Hill’s then recent history affirms Ethyl’s
role as an oppressor: “Ethyl, a corporate behemoth to the east, bought scores of
residential properties and demolished entire blocks of 19th-century building stock”
(Rowley).
But the impetus behind the creation of place is about more than just resistance.
“Rhetoric and design share a positive orientation toward the world,” says Fleming. “…a
creative impulse, a commitment to fashioning practical solutions to common problems”
(4). Furthermore, they share an embodied orientation—that is, the impulse to create
begins with the human body. Place, says Oakes, is the “site of meaningful interaction for
the individual” (510). This may be why Jenny Edbauer suggests we think of the term
“city” less as a noun and more as a verb: “We do city, rather than exist in the city,” she
writes. To construct place, then, is to write.
To write requires control over textual space. Nedra Reynolds, in her article
“Composition’s Imagined Geographies: The politics of Space in the Frontier, City, and
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Cyberspace,” contends that writing and reading are spatial. “We read from left to right…,
and we scan pages up and down or rifle through a stack of pages from top to bottom. We
are accustomed to margins and borders that frame texts for us and pages numbers or
arrow icons that mark our place” (14). People engage landscapes spatially too. Take for
example this delineation of Oregon Hill’s political boundaries by Scott Burger, president
of Oregon Hill Neighborhood Association (OHNA) in an April 14, 2008 neighborhood
blog posting: “to the east, Belvidere Street, to the west, Hollywood Cemetery and S.
Harrison Street, to the north, W. Cary Street, to the south, the north bank of the Kanawha
Canal” (Burger). The space within those imagined boundaries becomes, then, a domain
for discourse.
Reynolds calls the relationship between imagined boundaries and material
conditions the “politics of space” (13). She says that “the social production of spaces
takes place in all discourse arenas, wherever rhetors are ‘inventing’ the boundaries of
inquiry, the agendas of research, or the languages of arguments” (14). An exploration of
the politics of space on the 700 blocks of Oregon Hill reveals the successes and the
failings, the power and the powerlessness, of the preservationist rhetoric. But ultimately,
it shows a link between literacy and materiality—between what was said in the public
discourse and what was built on the ground.
“From topoi to transitions,” Reynolds writes, “we make decisions throughout the
writing process based on spatial relationships; for example, where an example goes or
what point connects to what claim. To control textual space well is to be a good writer; in
fact, controlling textual spaces is very much tied to both literacy and power” (15). The
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evidence of Oregon Hill’s preservationists’ power over the text can be seen in the
materiality of their arguments. Here, I’ll offer an example. I said earlier that what stands
on the property now is a townhouse development. It is not at all what preservationists
wanted. Indeed, it is what they wanted to prevent. But at different times throughout the
story, though, other structures, including a Shakespearean amphitheatre and a high-rise
apartment complex, were proposed.iii Because cohesiveness mattered to those controlling
the textual space, The Overlook houses, while not historic, represent those features of
Oregon Hill’s older housing stock that preservationists deemed important. This is no
accident.
Evidence of an emphasis on the cohesiveness of the housing stock occurs, too, in
an October 26, 1998 Richmond Times-Dispatch article about the neighborhood’s first
new housing development in nearly a century (This is pre-Overlook.). Ironically, the
development of six new houses on the 800 block of Spring Street was sponsored by one
of the neighborhood’s preservationist organizations, Oregon Hill Home Improvement
Council (OHHIC). But the president of the Council at the time, Allen Townsend, said the
style of the houses would replicate that of older houses in the neighborhood. “Why have
gaps in your teeth?” he said. “Fill it in with something that looks like it belongs there”
(qtd. in Allison “Oregon Hill Hopes” B-1).
 It makes sense, then, that long after Ethyl’s evictions and demolitions, when talk
about a new development on the 700 blocks arose, neighborhood preservationists
pressured the developer to build visually appropriate structures. A street view of The
Overlook today reveals groupings of row houses, each painted a different color, all with
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porches. In many ways, the houses replicate older houses in the neighborhood. Embedded
in the language of an Overlook advertisement, too, are replications of the neighborhood’s
preservationist rhetoric. Among the various selling points in the ad, including “sweeping
views,” nearness to “fantastic restaurants and vibrant nightlife,” and sprawling
“maintenance free homes,” there is an emphasis on “the authenticity of living in a historic
neighborhood on the James” in a “collection of Italianate-style homes” (Overlook
Townhouses advertisement). Italianate-style homes and a historic neighborhood were
what Oregon Hill preservationists sought for years to save.
The struggle for a cohesive text became important in preservationists’ attempts to
meld their identity into that of the traditionally working class neighborhood. By unifying
the neighborhood in their rewriting of place, preservationists were better able to control
who did and who did not have access to the text. For example, when they later urged the
city to rezone the property at the southern tip of the neighborhood, so that only single-
family houses could be constructed, they essentially denied the future presence of
housing for transient newcomers, like university students, in the neighborhood. A
rezoning is just one way preservationists asserted control over space. There are others,
which I will explain in detail a bit later. But as Oregon Hill preservationists began to
make claims on space, they needed to create a story to validate those claims.
Story
Story, more specifically a historical narrative, became a way for Oregon Hill
preservationists to make sense of their appropriation of the neighborhood’s identity. In
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their introduction to a collection of essays titled Memory, Identity, Community: The Idea
of Narrative in the Human Sciences, Lewis P. Hinchman and Sandra K. Hinchman define
stories as “forms of discourse that place events in a sequential order with a clear
beginning, middle and end” (xv). Stories require a teller, a listener, and an event that the
story refers to. All stories have a timeline, an explanatory framework, a shared vision
(that is, they express the “universal in the particular”), and conventions (Finnegan 11).
Preservationists in Oregon Hill used a kind of creative retelling called mimesis.
Philosopher and novelist Richard Kearney claims that this narrative function can serve a
therapeutic purpose (142): “Mimesis is ‘invention’ in the original sense of that term:
invenire means both to discover and to create, that is, to disclose what is already there in
the light of what is not yet (but is potentially). It is the power, in short, to re-create actual
worlds as possible worlds” (132). So then, in the social production of space in Oregon
Hill, preservationists looked to the neighborhood’s past as a way to inform their uncertain
future.
Narrative, according to Hinchman and Hinchman “emphasizes the active, self-
shaping quality of human thought, the power of stories to create and refashion personal
identity” (xiv). Indeed, “every phenomenon social scientists investigate arises our of a
web of communication that, in turn, depends largely on personal or social narratives.”
Perhaps this is why filmmaker Robert McKee calls stories “equipment for living” (11).
“Story isn’t a flight from reality but a vehicle that carries us on our search for reality, our
best effort to make sense out of the anarchy of existence,” he writes (12). Preservationists
in Oregon Hill imbued their politics of space with a temporal narrative as a way to create
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order—to demystify their experience and “establish coherence across past, present, and
as yet unrealized experience” (Ochs and Capps 2).
The dominant narrative emerging from the public discourse, from roughly 1996 to
2006, about the 700 blocks, relates that Ethyl evicted working class residents of 13
historic houses, then demolished the houses. Preservationists stepped in and fought on
behalf of the neighborhood to stop the demolition as well as the construction of ill-suited
development over the next several years. Ultimately, a development of townhouses was
built. Progress triumphed over preservation.
The urban landscape seems to reflect the story. Perhaps this is so because, like
oral or written stories, urban landscapes are ordered, not just spatially, but temporally too.
Cities are built over time. A new housing development in the midst of an old
neighborhood might tell this story: There was an old neighborhood. Then, a new
development was built in that neighborhood. The neighborhood is not the same anymore.
Even the way we explain urban processes like economic restructuring are told in this
fashion—events unfolding over time. We have “pre-” and “post-” eras (as in a Post-
Industrial city). We speak of a city’s progressions and deteriorations (Finnegan
15)—again, suggestions of temporality. This is perhaps why suburbs are sometimes
described as “fresh starts” (Hsu 10). And, as Ruth Finnegan writes, if close-knit urban
‘villages’ still remain within a town, the story weaves these in as survivals persisting
from an earlier stage of the plot” (16).
That is exactly a piece of the story told about the long-time, working class
residents of Oregon Hill. In the story told by preservationists, they themselves become
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characters later in the plot—protectors of a place’s heritage. To earn that position
required them to assert themselves as insiders, as Oregon Hill residents, even if many of
them had arrived in the neighborhood late in the story. Kearney says that history-telling
“seeks to address the silences of history by giving a voice to the voiceless” (136). The
telling, then, became a way for preservationists to discover what it was about Oregon
Hill’s past that was worth saving.
The story goes that Oregon Hill was at one time a tight-knit community of
working class people—the descendants of ironworkers who settled near Tredegar, the
factory where they worked. The homogeneity of the neighborhood’s population lasted for
nearly a century. An April 8, 1976 study of Oregon Hill describes the neighborhood’s
mostly working class residents: “Today, Oregon Hill is populated by white, mostly
unskilled laborers and their families. It is a close knit community with several generations
of the same family living within a few blocks of each other. All ages are represented and
the extended family of yesterday’s American is still surviving here” (Geisel 2).
Yesterday’s American in Oregon Hill is indeed a survivor. In a March 6, 1974
Richmond Mercury article, writer Cary Adams evokes the character of Oregon Hill’s
people in his descriptions of the neighborhood’s “woefully substandard” houses. “There
are residences here that do not even have running water—a hose connected to a
neighbor’s spigot somehow suffices. The five-gallon cans that carry kerosene from
service stations to space heaters (without storage tanks) are a common sight.” He goes on
to describe the people themselves as happy—from children playing basketball to men
drinking, smiling, and talking animatedly in the local eateries. “A lot of the older citizens
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are porch people,” he writes. “When the weather is nice they spend the greater part of the
day sitting on the porch and talking to those who pass by. A birthday cake is shared with
neighbors who pass by on the way to the Laundromat. A cheerful, Christian thriftiness
characterizes the lifestyle of the neighborhood’s senior residents” (5).
Fast forward to July 20, 1997. In a Richmond Times-Dispatch article titled
“Neighborhood Under Seige,” writer Gordon Hickey speculates that the poor condition of
Oregon Hill’s houses might be related to their residents’ regard for their own history. He
writes that the descendants of the Tredegar iron workers “live there still, many in the
same houses built 150 years ago by their ancestors. Maybe out of respect for history,
many of those houses haven’t been painted since.” For Hickey, too, the houses say
something about the people. They suggest Oregon Hill’s rebellious spirit: “It is not
uncommon to find “Stars and Bars” window curtains and empty cases of Pabst Blue
Ribbon stacked on the street beside a fire hydrant” (A1).
In another source, too, Oregon Hill is characterized as a “historic blue-collar
neighborhood famed for its insular, don’t-tread-on-me spirit” (Holmberg “Dream
Dates”). “By any measure,” says a November 28, 2000 Style Weekly article, “Oregon Hill
remains a hardscrabble, independent community” (Slipek Jr. “Historic Housing”). It’s
described as a “rough-and-tumble, working-class neighborhood” (Allison “Oregon Hill
hopes”), known for the “orneriness” of its people (Hickey “Neighborhood”). “Folks on
Oregon Hill know where they stand,” writes Edwin Slipek Jr. “And often that stance is
one of mistrusting ‘the system’” (“Historic Housing”).
But there comes a point when this group of survivals grows to encompass some
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outsiders. The demographic delineations begin to get confusing when the independent
spirit of Oregon Hill natives becomes enmeshed in the political interests of its
preservationists. A September 10, 1996 Style Weekly article described an Oregon Hill
native in much the same way the “old” neighborhood was described: “Shankle sits in
cutoffs, T-shirt and a ponytail that hasn’t seen soap lately...he’s wary of outsiders,
because outsiders, in his opinion, haven’t shown the proper respect for Oregon Hill” (16).
David Shankle is one of the few native residents of Oregon Hill whose voice was heard in
the media. But when he talks about outsiders, it’s unclear who he’s referring to—the
preservationists who don’t have roots in the neighborhood? University students? Soon-to-
be-gentrifiers? The article goes on to talk about preservationist organizations in the
neighborhood, like SOHO (Save Oregon Hill Organization) and OHHIC. It lumps them
in with the entire neighborhood. It says natives and newcomers “share a common
concern. They’re all worried the neighborhood will shrink like 100 percent cotton in a
Laundromat dryer” (16).
Oregon Hill preservationists gave voice to the neighborhood’s people by calling
attention to their way of life through their preservation of houses. Geographer Theano S.
Terkenli explains how houses come to represent a culture:
Because a sign is not only the sign for what it means or signifies but also
the sign for the subjective or intersubjective experiences of those who use
it, representations of home become representations of the self or the group.
Homes become the symbols of selves or cultures. Whereas the residential
landscape, for example, undoubtedly conveys symbolic notions of the
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house, the idea of home itself becomes a symbol of the feelings,
circumstances, or types of relationships that it has come to represent in
distinct epochs or cultures, such as a people, a local way of life, the
family, or sentiments of ease, relaxation, comfort, and familiarity. (327)
The end of the narrative coincides with the movement of people into The
Overlook. In a January 16, 2005 Richmond Times-Dispatch article titled “Oregon Hill
showing kinder, gentler side: Development, gentrification pushing out old ways, people,”
Mark Holmberg writes, “New townhouses and condos—82 of them selling for $220,000
to half-million dollars—are springing from the ground on the side of Oregon Hill facing
the river…Chic urbanites and Virginia Commonwealth University students have
increasingly crowded out the ‘necks, tough hippies and old-timers trying to hang on”
(B1). Holmberg interviewed an Oregon Hill resident from “the old crew,” 70-year-old
Melvin “Pupie” Glenn, a sewer inspector. Glenn said, “Ain’t many Oregon Hill people
left—just a few of us…ain’t nothin’ like it used to be.” Later, Holmberg writes that
Glenn said the new condos and renovations in the neighborhood “doubled his property
taxes in recent years.” Later Glenn tells Holmberg, “Everything is gone…I don’t have
anything for me anymore—don’t care about living” (B7).
Holmberg’s portrayal is what Higgins and Brush might call a “victim narrative”—
“one in which a central, besieged character faces constant, often unresolved, conflict”
(699). Oregon Hill’s victim narrative paints outsiders and newcomers to the
neighborhood as violators and longtime residents as the violated. The narrative was
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useful to Oregon Hill preservationists in their control of space because it denied access to
other, less moral characters. Higgins and Brush go on to say that the besieged character is
long-suffering and has a deep sense of being aggrieved, sometimes to the
point of paralysis. The victim narrative abjures agency and abdicates
power to those forces or other people to whom the victim attributes her
suffering…the victim fails to make informed decisions or to take action at
crucial moments. In times of crisis, the victim’s personal weaknesses are
not overcome but magnified…victim narratives are generally intended to
establish innocence, mobilize sympathy, and justify claims for support.
(699)
Thus, the dominant narrative about change in Oregon Hill, written by the Richmond
media and the preservationists, suggests the preservationists failed to prevent
gentrification in Oregon Hill. Therefore, the narrative concludes with a defeat.
Sociologist Sharon Zukin defines gentrification as “the conversion of socially
marginal and working-class areas of the central city to middle-class residential use”
(129). Gentrification involves not only a social change, writes Geographer Neil Smith,
“but also, at the neighborhood scale, a physical change in the housing stock and an
economic change in the land and housing market” (Hamnett 175). Urban Planner Saski
Sassen attributes gentrification to economic restructuring and service-dominated
urbanization (465). There are a number of other explanations. Indeed, there is a
voluminous literature on the subject, and from various fields. Research on gentrification
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has attempted to both explain the forces that cause gentrification and offer solutions to
deal with its effects.
Much of this research looks at the issue from either a supply side or a demand
side. “…‘Supply side’ interpretations,” writes Zukin, “stress the economic and social
factors that produce an attractive housing supply in the central city for middle-class
individuals, and ‘demand-side’ interpretations affirm a consumer preference, for
demographic or cultural reasons, for the buildings and areas that become gentrified”
(131). In other words, one interpretation looks at the forces that brought “gentry” to
neighborhoods in decline, and one looks at the forces that created that gentry.
Gentrification isn’t defined solely by a neutral change. That is, the demographic
changes gentrification represents are often thought of less in social terms than in
monetary terms. The common understanding about gentrification relies on a narrative of
change as a result of people with money. This understanding is evidenced in a February
9, 2001 Richmond Times-Dispatch article by Carrie Johnson, about a new development in
another part of Oregon Hill: “There were also some fears about gentrification. The
apartments will not be cheap...” (B5). But quite a bit of change happened as a result of
neighborhood activists who actually considered themselves anything but “yuppies” with
disposable incomes. The gentrification narrative in Oregon Hill neglects to consider the
effects of their cultural capital on the social and physical landscape.
What’s also notable about most interpretations of gentrification is that those who
look at the issue from either vantage point—from a supply side or a demand side—tend
to focus on the sociological patterns of the middle and upper class gentry, while
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disregarding the perspective of the indigenous residents. As Freeman writes in his book,
There Goes the ‘Hood: Views of Gentrification from the Ground Up, “In these narratives
capital and the middle or upper classes assume the leading roles, and indigenous residents
are background characters at best” (2). Freeman also says that “Prior writings on
gentrification have tended to treat residents who are indigenous to these [gentrifying]
neighborhoods as bystanders who are victimized by the gentrification process” (2).
Further, the creation of an insider/outsider binary (capitalism versus the poor) has the
potential to create damaging narratives. In one such narrative, the invasion is an act of
revenge by the middle class. It’s a taking back of the city, according to Smith, who
coined the phrase “revanchist city” to describe this reclaiming of territory. Freeman,
borrowing from Smith:
The revanchist city is, to be sure, a dual and divided city of wealth and
poverty, and it will continue to be so as seemingly apocalyptic visions of
urban fissure…appear more and more realistic. But it is more. It is a
divided city where the victors are increasingly defensive of their privilege,
such as it is, and increasingly vicious in defending it. The revanchist city
is more than the dual city, in race and class terms. The benign neglect of
‘the other half’ so dominant in the liberal rhetoric of the 1950s and 1960s,
has been superseded by a more active viciousness that attempts to
criminalize a whole range of ‘behavior,’ individually defined, and to
blame the failure of post-1968 urban policy on the population it was
supposed to benefit. (200)
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This narrative portrays indigenous residents as helpless and incapable of not only
voicing their opinions, but also of taking control of their own lives. They also eliminate
the possibility that gentrification has had a positive effect on the lives of indigenous
residents. Indeed, Freeman, in his research, found that “indigenous residents do not
necessarily react to gentrification according to some of the preconceived notions
generally attributed to residents of these neighborhoods.” He says that, contrary to what
many writers on the issue of gentrification believe, indigenous residents are often
receptive to amenities and services that arrive in their neighborhood as a result of
gentrification, and that gentrification also “represents the possibility of achieving upward
mobility without having to escape to the suburbs or predominantly white neighborhoods”
(1).
In her article “Gentrification: Culture and Capital in the Urban Core,” Zukin
describes gentrification as “a process of spatial and social differentiation.” She says that
the word brings to mind more than just a scene change: it suggests “a symbolic new
attachment to old buildings and a heightened sensibility to space and time” (131). That
heightened sensibility shows up frequently in the public rhetoric about change in Oregon
Hill. For example, Greg wrote this on the community blog: “It’s sad to think about how
much of the periphery of the neighborhood has been eroded just in the past decade. The
entire 200 block of South Linden on the westernmost edge, the entire 100 block of
Belvidere on the easternmost edge, several houses along the Cary Street corridor on the
northernmost edge, and the original 700 blocks in ‘97 on the southern edge” (“Last”).
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Greg bemoans what seems to be a loss of control over space by a disintegration of
boundaries.
The story of the 700 blocks highlights an important, yet problematic, term in
discussions about urban revitalization and neighborhood change: displacement. Its usage
in the public discourse most often suggests a movement of poor residents out of a
neighborhood and a movement of middle- or upper-class people in. The narrative
suggests, then, a replacement. Not only that, but “displacement” has become in some
contexts synonymous with “gentrification.” For example, in an April 2002 speech before
Richmond City Council, Greg, then a five-year resident of Oregon Hill, speaks of the
“massive displacement and disrespect for Richmond’s inner city communities” at the
hands of gentrifiers, transient students, the city, corporations, VCU, and the wealthy
corporate elite. Scott Burger, current president of Oregon Hill Neighborhood Association
(OHNA) and community blog monitor, refers to that very condition as “gentrification”:
“I think in OH the term gentrification mostly applies to the poorer residents whose
families lived in the neighborhood for generations and have been forced to move out by
VCU’s encroachment and higher property prices and taxes” (personal e-mail).
On the 700 blocks in Oregon Hill, that process—the eviction of working class
residents, the demolition of their former housing, and the subsequent influx of more
affluent people—did occur. After all, historical narratives “hold that their accounts refer
to things that actually happened—regardless of how varied and contested the
interpretations of what happened may be” (Kearney 135). But there’s more to
displacement than a shift in demographics. Displacement, with regard to the 700 blocks,
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also occurred for the neighborhood’s preservationists, a group of people who had been
trying to both stake their claim on the neighborhood and make sense of their own impact
on the working class residents. In Oregon Hill, this group of people became displaced,
not by force, but by an exigency—an urgent call to action. Displacement, as I’m using it
here, refers to the impetus for the preservationists’ need to assert control over textual
space.
To make sense of their displacement—that is, to save the 13 houses—they would
need to, in a sense, remake themselves. In their rhetorical discourse, then, they would
need to identify with the working class people who had been physically dislocated from
their homes. Here, a clarification of the term displacement as I’m using it may be helpful.
Hilde Heynen and André Loeckx, writers in the field of architecture, define
displacement in its most basic form as “a situation where a new or alien element is
introduced into a more or less stable context.” That new element, they say, “provokes a
disruption, a profound questioning and eventually a reorganization of what before seemed
to be self-evident” (101). Through their displacement, Oregon Hill preservationists
reframed the meanings of “working class” and “home” in an attempt to maintain a stable
housing and social situation in their neighborhood. That is, their goal was to maintain the
neighborhood’s status as a place that has “character” and “history,” and denies outsider
interference.
The alien element in that relatively stable situation—the exigency—came in the
form of Ethyl’s eviction notices. The destabilizing of former meaning manifested itself in
the houses themselves. No longer were houses interpreted as simply homes, intended for
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their occupants’ everyday use; the 13 houses became, for neighborhood preservationists,
sites of historical significance. Cultural artifacts. Heynen and Loeckx further explain this
shift:
A condition of displacement opens up space for new signifying practices,
a need for creativity, and a recodification of signs. Recodification can be
based on imitation, mimesis, or the revival of older or alien systems,
whereby the mimetical moment implies a shift that destabilizes the former
meaning. As such, displacement can have an inherently critical effect:
opening up a closed system, enlarging the possibilities for individual
expressions through divergent interpretations, creating new, unexpected
layers of meaning and use, multiplying the range of acceptable attitudes.
(101)
Oregon Hill’s preservationists recodified their experience through a sociological
phenomenon with a wide range of meanings and associations: appropriation.
Appropriation can take diverse forms, including taking control over,
becoming familiar with, investing with meaning, cultivating and caring
for, and displaying identity and belonging with a place or object. The term
appropriation also connotes mastery or efficacy, such as when people
exercise territorial control, and regulate use by others or gain efficacy
through having and using possessions. (Werner, Altman, and Oxley 5)
As Preservationists in Oregon Hill began to reorient themselves in a new climate of
upheaval sparked by the possible demolition of the Ethyl houses, they appropriated the
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neighborhood’s identity. That is, they took on the houses and the working class identity
as their own while simultaneously inserting themselves into the physical and cultural
landscape. Kimberly Dovey, following Heidegger, explains appropriation as “a dialectic
process through which we take aspects of our world into our being and are in turn taken
by our world” (47).
A rhetorical exigency, according to Lloyd F. Bitzer, invites utterances (Edbauer
6). Oregon Hill preservationists accepted the invitation, presented by the eviction notices,
by appropriating the identity of their neighborhood’s working class residents who had for
years laid claim to the neighborhood’s houses. The preservationists did this in two
primary ways—through imaginative storytelling in the public arena and through
imposing imagined boundaries on the landscape. I’ll turn now to how Oregon Hill
preservationists spatially ordered their experience.
Imagined boundaries
There are several ways Oregon Hill preservationists wrote, or attempted to write,
themselves into the landscape. They reminded the public that Oregon Hill is officially a
historic neighborhood; they established insider/outsider binaries; they attempted to buy
the Ethyl property and renovate the houses themselves; and they eventually urged the city
to rezone the property. All the while, they weaved in the story about the significance of
Oregon Hill’s working class residents.
The preservationists’ first response to the evictions was a reshaping of the
meaning of the houses by reminding the public of Oregon Hill’s historic significance.
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The meaning of the houses on the 700 blocks shifted. To the city, they were eyesores,
urban blight. For Ethyl, they were a liability and an expense (Giampietro “Ethyl
Ousting”). For the evicted tenants, they represented proximity to family and a familiar
environment. For example, when Ethyl vacated the property, an unnamed Oregon Hill
resident whose brother and cousin receive eviction notices was concerned only about the
loss of her relatives. “Everybody’s related here,” she said. If the houses were to be
demolished, “Families are going to disappear from each other for the first time in 150
years” (qtd. in Giampietro “Ethyl Ousting”). From a native Oregon Hillian: “I’m used to
being here. Only thing I know is Oregon Hill” (qtd. in Antonelli Bacon 17). But to
preservationists, the houses represented history.
For Kelley Lane, Riverside Task Force Chairman of the Save Oregon Hill
Organization (SOHO), the houses had historic value in that they represented Oregon
Hill’s working class history: “Housing of the working class is almost never
preserved...here it’s preserved as a working neighborhood. Every house we lose is
irreplaceable” (qtd. in Giampietro “Ethyl Ousting”). Another SOHO member, Charles
Pool, warned of the great tragedy of losing a piece of Richmond’s history if the houses
were to go down: “These houses are a valuable addition to Richmond’s history. There are
many people in this world who appreciate their beauty and history” (qtd. in Watson
“Ethyl”).
Here Lane and Pool may have been attempting to stabilize a relatively recent
identification of Oregon Hill as a site of historic significance—a designation placed on
the neighborhood by preservationists just six years before the Ethyl evictions. At that
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time the neighborhood was added to the state Landmarks Register by the Virginia
Historic Resources Board, and a year after that, 20 blocks of the neighborhood were put
on the National Register of Historic Places (Sauder “Board”; “Oregon Hill added”).
It’s a historic place, indeed. In reframing the meaning of the 13 houses,
preservationists like Lane and Pool reached all the way back to the neighborhood’s
settlement history, to the deepest ends of its working class roots. That history goes back
to 1748, when William Byrd III built a mansion for his bride and called it “Belvedere” on
the site of Ethyl’s houses, a site that overlooks the rocky James River. According to a
1976 study, “Houses grew up outside the walls of the mansion, populated by blue collar
workers from the Tredegar Iron Works across the river from the area” (Geisel 1). Another
study, compiled in 1975, describes the workers as Irish and Welsh emigrants who worked
in the iron mills and foundries along the river (“A Community Profile”). Belvedere
burned in 1854, and the settlement of the workers occurred, according to yet another
1976 study, between 1840 and 1890 (“Oregon Hill Neighborhood Planning Study”).
That same report says that individually, Oregon Hill’s Victorian row houses are
unremarkable in design. What makes them remarkable, however, is their cohesiveness as
a group of houses. “There is an overall unity which contributes to the unique character of
the area,” the report says. That unity is marked by relatively small yet well constructed
houses whose porches and ornamental features like cornices remain mostly intact.
Of the three kinds of historic houses in Oregon Hill—Greek Revival Cottages,
Italianate Row Houses, and Queen Ann or Georgian Revival Houses—the Italianate Row
House is the most common. Built between 1865 and 1885, these row houses are
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identifiable by certain characteristics: they’re two stories high, with flat roofs and ornate
cornices. The porch, says the study, “is the single most important element in Richmond’s
domestic architecture.” The houses are two rooms deep, with narrower kitchens at the
rear. They’re constructed mostly of wood, though many have brick bearing walls.
According to the architectural study, “The repetitive rhythm of the cornices and porches,
with the consistent scale of the houses largely determines the visual character of the
Hill.”
With every house that disappears, then, a piece of the neighborhood’s character
does too. For Lane, the ethos of the neighborhood was directly tied to its housing stock.
“There aren’t any more of them being made. When you destroy them, they’re gone
forever,” he said (qtd. in Hickey “Citizens”). Terkenli notes that people “value more what
they seem to be losing” (331). Not only would the neighborhood’s ethos die along with
its houses; Lane said that demolishing the 13 houses might also lower property values. In
a place like Oregon Hill, where many of its residents were poor, lowering property
values, according to Lane, “makes [Oregon Hill] smaller, weaker and less likely to
survive.”
But posing moral imperatives—the loss of history, the loss of monetary value, the
loss of beauty, even the loss of the entire neighborhood—failed to move Ethyl. So
preservationists stepped up the game by trying to gain a more physical ownership of the
houses. When Ethyl refused to refurbish the 13 houses, OHHIC proposed to buy the
property from the company and save the houses themselves. In the March 1997 issue of
OHHIC’s newsletter The Gazebo Gazette, the organization announced that it had
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received a grant from the Local Initiatives Support Corporation to hire an architect to
develop a plan for saving the 13 historic homes and building approximately 60 more
homes on the vacant property owned by Ethyl. Important for the neighborhood
preservationists was that the new houses would need to complement the rest of the
neighborhood—to replicate the style of the existent historic housing in Oregon Hill. If
preservationists could gain legal ownership of the property, they could use the 13 houses
for their own purposes.
By June, Ethyl was almost ready to move on. The corporation gave OHHIC a
month to come up with the $2.5 million it was asking for the property. OHHIC offered to
buy the property in phases, beginning with the 13 houses. Meanwhile, Ethyl was
considering other proposals, including one for a curious development that would
drastically alter the neighborhood’s cultural and physical landscape: a Shakespearean
amphitheater. Ethyl chairman Bruce Gottwald called the 3000-capacity, open-air Globe
Theatre replica proposal “a refreshingly different idea” (qtd. in Giampietro “Could the
Play”). Pete Wiggins, who spearheaded the proposal, told Style Weekly in a June 17
article that he realized a theatre would change the neighborhood, but added: “the
neighborhood near as I can tell would be happy to be changed” (qtd. in Giampietro
“Could the Play”)—quite a different view from that of neighborhood preservationists.
The theatre project would not only change the feel of the neighborhood; it would require
the demolition of four of the 13 houses on the property—with the fate of the other nine
uncertain. With competition for the property, Oregon Hill preservationists had even more
at stake.
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Oregon Hill preservationists recodified their experience by appropriating the
neighborhood’s identity and placing designations on the place. But another way Oregon
Hill preservationists attempted to solidify the identity of the neighborhood as a place with
character was to establish an insider/outsider binary. Specifically they asserted what the
neighborhood was not, and they did this by emphasizing the difference between urban
and suburban places. Lane, who referred to the neighborhood as a “country village…an
urban paradise,” characterized Ethyl as “suburban oriented people who think urban-type
buildings are junk and ought to be torn down” (Hickey “Citizens”). And years later, when
the prospect of an apartment complex on the 700 blocks arose, Todd Woodson, then
president of OHNA, drew up a similar evaluation of the apartment’s plans. The
Richmond Times-Dispatch reported on July 25, 2002, “The plans show a development
resembling a suburban apartment complex with surface parking, a pool, and a workout
room. The buildings would consist of vinyl siding and brick.…” Woodson’s response
was that it looked like “a suburban steakhouse run amok” (Redmon “Plan”).
Lane and Woodson were building upon an existent narrative about the
homogeneity of suburbia. After all, “a given rhetoric is not contained by the elements that
comprise its rhetorical situation (exigence, rhetor, audience, constraints),” writes
Edbauer. “Rather, a rhetoric emerges already infected by the viral intensities that are
circulating in the social field” (14). The building upon the narrative of suburbia to
highlight the narrative of a unique urban enclave is one example of how stories are viral.
In their narrative, Lane and Woodson posited that the alternative to an urban landscape of
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unique, historic housing would be a suburban landscape. What would be wrong with that
alternative?
“Synonyms for ‘suburb’ in the 1970s,” according to urban historian and architect
Dolores Hayden, “included ‘land of mediocrity,’ ‘middle America,’ and ‘silent
majority’…”(15). The myth of suburbia is characterized by not only banality, but also
unrestrained progress: “Metropolitan regions reveal what critics call suburban sprawl, the
lack of land use controls or environmental planning. They also reflect a culture of easy
obsolescence, where yesterday’s picturesque enclave may be sliced by today’s new
highway leading to tomorrow’s edge node” (Hayden 11). Even Albert Hsu, a Christian
writer and proponent of suburban living, concedes that “…suburban living is often hectic
and frazzled. Instead of a place of community, suburbia is often anonymous and
isolated.” Further, he writes, “We find ourselves frustrated with our commutes, lacking
time with friends and family, trapped by debt and consumerism” (11). Oregon Hill
preservationists, then, contrast the suburban with the urban neighborhood to further
identify their place as a tight-knit neighborhood of families with history. Indeed, “porch
visiting is rampant in Oregon Hill, and few folks lock their doors,” reports Holmberg in
2000 (“Dream Dates”). Oregon Hill residents “know each other the way neighbors knew
each other in an earlier era” (Hickey, “Neighborhood”).
When preservationists’ attempt at legal ownership failed as a result of OHHIC’s
inability to garner funds in time for Ethyl’s deadline, they challenged Gottwald to think
of the houses less in terms of monetary value and more for their symbolic value. To do
this, they established another binary—one that framed the problem in terms of right and
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wrong. “In shaping their accounts, co-tellers not only give temporal and causal order to
events,” say Ochs and Capps. “They also evaluate events from a moral perspective. Once
a person’s comportment is incorporated into narrative, it is portrayed in relation to
standards of right and wrong and is vulnerable to public moral accountability” (225).
With ownership of the property still a possibility, preservationists’ response to
Ethyl was two-pronged: a thank you for the offer to sell (Lane flattered Ethyl, calling the
company’s offer “a giant step in the right direction.”) and a request for more time to
come up with the funds. But even though Lane praised Gottwald for working with the
neighborhood for the previous nine months, Ethyl promptly rejected OHHIC’s offer to
buy only the houses and gave the group until June 20 to sign a purchase agreement for
the entire $2.5 million, four-acre property.
So, roughly a week after Ethyl’s deadline, neighborhood activists in an article
published by The Voice, made an interesting rhetorical move: they claimed as one of their
own an unlikely character: Gottwald’s ancestor. According to the article, August
Gottwald was a German immigrant who settled in Richmond from 1874 to 1880 in a part
of town near Oregon Hill, yet on a street that runs through the neighborhood, Pine Street.
“Ironically,” reads the article, “Ethyl Corporation, headed by the Gottwald family, is
considering destroying a whole block of German immigrant housing, built in the 1870s
and 1880s on the 700 block of Pine Street.” The article also suggests August Gottwald
may have visited a family who lived on the current Ethyl property in Oregon Hill. What
neighborhood activists were saying, then, was that by refusing to sell the property to a
group whose intent was to preserve the historic houses on the 700 blocks of Oregon Hill,
34
Gottwald was not only erasing Oregon Hill’s history, but also his own. “By respectfully
renovating their homes on Pine and Laurel Streets,” said Lane, “the Gottwalds would be
showing respect for their own roots.” He continued: “We can all be proud of the working-
class heritage of the skilled immigrants who relied on the affordable housing of Oregon
Hill” (qtd. in “Oregon Hill claims”). By tearing down affordable housing for Oregon
Hill’s working class residents, then, Gottwald would be showing disrespect to his own
heritage.
Preservationists continued to challenge Gottwald to interpret the meaning of the
houses as they did, as symbols of Oregon Hill’s working class history. But quickly, Ethyl
and the Gottwalds become enemies of Oregon Hill activists. On July 1, 1997, Style
Weekly reported that “the homes will fall” and that an Ethyl representative had already
picked up applications for demolition permits (Giampietro 7). In reaction to Ethyl’s only
giving OHHIC roughly a month to buy the property, Charles Pool of SOHO described
Gottwald’s behavior as “a cat playing with a mouse for hours before killing it.” But
OHHIC didn’t give up. They forged ahead with money-raising efforts.
On June 7, a group of about 60 people gathered on the 700 blocks to protest
Ethyl’s plan to demolish the 13 houses. “Ethyl is lethal to its neighbors,” one of their
signs read. The Times-Dispatch article said residents called Ethyl’s decision an “attack on
their neighborhood.” David Gammino, a member of the group, called on Gottwald and
Ethyl to “show some sort of social conscience and be a good neighbor to Oregon Hill.” In
a Voice article, residents said Ethyl was at one time a “benevolent neighbor,” but that
throughout the property issue had “treated them with indifference.” Jim Hicks, an Oregon
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Hill resident, said the group must “remain a thorn in the side of” Ethyl and Gottwald.
“We need them to be aware of the fact that we are not going to sit by and let them
demolish this neighborhood one block at a time,” a rally coordinator said (Rowley 4).
Neighborhood activists Maura Meinhardt said: “If Mr. Gottwald would stop taking the
bad advice of his paid advisors and turn this thing around, I would personally put a
garden in this neighborhood and keep it in his good name. Instead of a thorn in his side,
he would have roses” (qtd. in Hickey “Neighborhood”).
By late July 1997, Ethyl’s demolition permits had been processed. Sandra
Luckett, president of OHHIC remarked, “I’m just terribly sad because the neighborhood
is so fragile. They’re just not building 19th-century houses anymore.” Ethyl maintained
that the houses were “beyond repair.” Neighborhood activists continued their campaign
to save the 13 houses, despite the imminent demolition.
In a July 27 Richmond Times-Dispatch article titled “‘It’s going down in a couple
of minutes,’” Gordon Hickey declared the battle’s end and a loss for the preservationists.
On July 26, 1997, at 8 a.m., the demolition began. “We’re not going away,” said Charles
Poole. “We’re Ethyl’s neighbor. They’re going to have to live with us forever.” The
statement was a foreshadowing of what future residents of The Overlook would have to
contend with. Gottwald wrote a letter to OHHIC: “We seem to be at the point of no
answer that satisfies all…You have a wish that the houses be rebuilt but lack the funds to
do it. We have 13 houses on our hands and no way to justify putting additional money
into them…It may not be your preferred answer but it does build a future for Oregon
Hill…Do you think maybe we could all focus on the possible solutions rather than the so
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far impossible ones?” Allen Townsend, executive director of OHHIC, watching the
demolition, said: “It just seems like disrespect for the whole neighborhood.” William
Burke, a spectator said the “demolition made him ill”: “It was made by hand and it’s
going down in a couple of minutes…Still, we can’t afford to treat this as a defeat.”
And they didn’t. In the years leading up to construction of The Overlook, Oregon
Hill preservationists continued to voice concerns about the property on the 700 blocks.
Meanwhile, young punk-activists who had recently transplanted in the neighborhood
latched onto the narrative and began to think of Oregon Hill as their neighborhood too.
Calling themselves the “Oregon Hill Ninja Crew,” they kidnapped lawn ornaments from
Gottwald’s Windsor Farms neighborhood. Then they made a video of the “torturing” by
suffocation of a concrete turtle. In the video, a member of the Crew addressed their
victims, both Gottwald and his neighbors. The “ninja” said they had been kidnapping
lawn toys in “retaliation for the demolition of houses…by Ethyl Corporation,” and he
demanded an apology and a land-use agreement. Along with the video, the Crew wrote
up a flier addressing the neighborhood, in which they made a comparison—the
demolition of houses on Ethyl’s property in Oregon Hill to the Ninja’s stealing of
property in Gottwald’s neighborhood: “These kidnappings are just the beginning of our
reign of terror in Windsor Farms….How does it feel to have your neighborhood
threatened?” (qtd. in Foster 8).
Eventually, things quieted down. The houses were cleared. Nothing new was built
for some time. The 700 blocks became a sort of neighborhood park with a view of the
James river and the city skyline. But in 2002, when plans for an apartment complex were
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initiated, the site became a source of contention again. Here I’m going to talk about
placing another kind of designation on the property—not a historic one, but a political
one: a rezoning of the property.
By April 2002, the city was moving to make zoning changes in accordance with a
new master plan for the city. A plan that would rezone Oregon Hill as a single-family
neighborhood came at a time when a real estate development company wanted to buy the
property from Ethyl to build 250 apartments. Neighborhood activists were ecstatic. Ethyl
claimed the move devalued the property. Woodson said, “It’s going to be a big battle of
the wills....There is a huge fight coming up.”
A flier (put out by OHNA) announced a July 30 Emergency City Council Meeting
that would decide Oregon Hill’s future. There were three bulleted items on the flier: 1.
“Ethyl has filed plans to build 3 and 4 story apartments on its land on Holly Street, build
an apartment office on the grassy lot at Belvidere that connects Linear Park to Oregon
Hill Park, and cut down all the trees for parking lots and buildings.” 2. “If the city doesn’t
rezone the property, apartments will be built.” and 3. “City Planning staff recommended
rezoning the land to single family homes, but City Manager Calvin Jamison, a former
Ethyl employee, stopped the rezoning process on Ethyl’s behalf.” Then: “Don’t let
Jamison ruin our chances for better development in the neighborhood!” What’s valued in
this language is single family homes over apartments, ownership over renters. Curiously,
most of Oregon Hill’s working class residents were renters.
Though I’m arguing that Oregon Hill preservationists were reorienting themselves
as a result of displacement, I do have some criticisms of the way they framed their
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struggle for place. For one, preservation relies on an imagined past. Reynolds claims that
imagined geographies mask material conditions. So while preservationists refer to
Oregon Hill’s houses as historic and therefore important, there is evidence that some
houses were dilapidated beyond repair.
Ethyl seemed to look at the houses in terms of their use, and in this way, the
company shared something with the working class people who, at least in the media’s
representations of them, saw the houses as having value in use rather than as historical
artifacts. For example, as stated earlier, when Ethyl vacated their property, an unnamed
Oregon Hill resident whose brother and cousin received eviction notices was concerned
only about the displacement of her relatives. “Everybody’s related here,” she said. If the
houses are demolished, “Families are going to disappear from each other for the first time
in 150 years.” (This concern for displacement of native residents was rarely voiced over
the next 10 years, and when it was, it was mostly talked about in terms of history. Thus,
the “working class” were essentially treated as no longer a viable community.) From a
native Oregon Hillian: “I’m used to being here. Only thing I know is Oregon Hill.” For
the residents of the 13 houses, the primary concern appeared to be less about the
emotional attachment to the historic houses they were renting than it was about the loss
of proximity to family and a familiar environment. “An understanding of the concept of
home,” writes Dovey, “involves an understanding of dialectical processes and changing
transactions over time. The trap is to regard the problem in static terms or consider one
side of the dialectic and disregard the other. The house is static, but home is
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fundamentally dynamic and process oriented” (48). Oregon Hill’s preservationists tended
to neglect one side of the dialectic.
The imagined past called forth by Oregon Hill preservationists could be described
as nostalgic. They placed emphasis on social norms that belong to what they perceive as
the working class tradition—porch sitting, fighting “the system,” self-reliance. These
traditions, they tied to the houses. But there’s a piece of the neighborhood’s public
memory that seems to be forgotten by preservationists.
Beneath the neighborhood’s charm is a history of violence, particularly toward
outsiders. Of course, in Oregon Hill today, the term “outsiders” might suggest university
students or new homeowners. But at times in the neighborhood’s past, “outsiders,” to
Oregon Hill’s white, working class natives, meant anyone who was not white. A
conversation on February 7, 2008 with a woman named Jessica (names have been
changed), the daughter-in-law of former longtime Oregon Hill residents, sheds light on
the story. “Back in the day,” Jessica told me, “you didn’t step foot in Oregon Hill if you
were an outsider. You could get beat down or shot.” My notes from that conversation
give indication of not just Oregon Hill’s racial baggage, but its lack of opportunity and
education:
Jessica’s in-laws are from Oregon Hill. What Jessica knows: Her mother-
in-law, Peggy, lived there from the early 1960s to 1972. She lived on
Belvidere (house no longer there), Albemarle, and Green Alley. Peggy has
a sixth grade education. Her husband can’t read and write. He is a crane
operator now. She stays at home. They were married when they were both
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16. They no longer live in Oregon Hill. They moved away when their first
child, David Jr., was born. They didn’t want their children to grow up in
Oregon Hill, which according to Peggy, was the “KKK of Richmond.”
Jessica asked her mother-in-law if she would be willing to meet with me
and walk around Oregon Hill. Peggy said she might, but she wants to ask
her sister-in-law to come too because she has bad memories of the place
and wants someone with her. Peggy’s sister-in-law at one point lived there
too. Someone was murdered beside her home in Oregon Hill. Jessica
believes her mother-in-law was a factory worker, maybe the paper factory.
Her mother-in-law’s mother was also a factory worker. The last people the
in-laws knew in Oregon Hill moved away about a year ago.
Oregon Hill’s reputation as the “KKK of Richmond” suggests not just benign
homogeneity, but a place where difference could get a trespasser killed. Two days after
the conversation with Jessica, I asked Greg about race in Oregon Hill. Also from my
notes:
Oregon Hill is a white, working class neighborhood—the last remaining in
Richmond. There is racial baggage. I asked Greg if there are still remnants
[of that baggage]. He said yeah, people in their 40s and up, some of them
have hang-ups. But it has dissipated with the younger generation. The
native-born youth actually embrace black, hip-hop culture. The hardcore
racial tension has dissipated. In the 60s, there were windows broken, stuff
thrown down chimneys, etc.
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But the racial tension was still there in October, 1997, when students renting a
house in Oregon Hill were attacked by native youth. According to Style Weekly reporter,
Janet Giampietro, the students, who were white, along with their black friends, were
holding band practice in their basement when the attackers kicked in the door. One band
member was hit in the back with a 2-by-4. The attackers also brandished a baseball bat, a
golf club, and a knife. Outside, according to one of the students renting the house, a
crowd of more than 50 people had gathered. “Kill the niggers,” some of them yelled. That
student told Giampietro that he and his friends had been verbally attacked prior to the
basement attack because of their “dreadlocks and tie-dyed clothing and their association
with black friends” (“Oregon Hill Riot” 9).
Oregon Hill’s preservationists, though, portray the working class neighborhood as
a “nostalgic site of by-gone traditions” (Oakes 510). Some might argue that the
preservationists’ history making relies too heavily on nostalgia. “In the clash of
continuities and discontinuities with which life confronts us,” writes sociologist Fred
Davis, “nostalgia clearly attends more to the pleas for continuity, to the comforts of
sameness and to the consolations of piety” (33). For this reason, he says, “The nostalgic
reaction...can be said to be of a distinctly conservative bent, even if on occasion is has
served radical ends as well.” In other words, preservation can occur in the name of
progress. Writing on what he believes to be America’s “now departed heyday,” Arthur P.
Dudden says that “the result during the peak of the popular faith in progress was that the
longing of nostalgia, whenever it was brought out into the open, had somehow to be
disguised paradoxically as a forward-looking restorative impulse” (517). Nostalgia,
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writes Peter Fritzsche, depends on “the notion of historical process as the continual
production of the new” (1589).
But the nostalgic condition, because its symptoms manifest in the emotions, is often
viewed with a degree of skepticism. Linda Derry, in an article titled “Southern Town
Plans, Storytelling, and Historical Archaeology,” after Rowntree and Conkey, writes that
“historic preservation [is] a way to alleviate contemporary stress through an increased
investment in a familiar past.” For Dudden, too, “Cultural homesickness or nostalgia
implies a certain dissatisfaction with present circumstances, and very likely also a
dissatisfaction with the apparent direction of trends leading into the future. (517)”
“Nostalgia therefore acts as a mechanism that uses the discontinuities that have
been made available by revolutionary narrative in order to make parochial misfortunes
socially meaningful” says Fritzshe (1595). But as much as nostalgia is a coping
mechanism, it can also be a trap. It tends to compartmentalize and distort the past. It begs
the question, What past is the true past? And whose? One person’s glorious past may be
another’s bad memory. And sadness over housing demolition in Oregon Hill certainly
may not be shared by residents and business owners who now occupy the spaces
lamented over. Davis argues that what matters is not one’s final arrival at the truth
through the mechanism of nostalgia, but the search for truth itself, as the search “affords
us the imaginative means for better reconciling past being with present circumstance.” In
other words, preservationists’ holding onto an imaginary past, though seemingly a sad
and futile endeavor, could be reinterpreted as the building upon a vision for Oregon Hill’s
future. They show us that the simple act of bringing history to light can be a progressive,
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or at least instructive, act. “What the ghostly remains of other pasts recall is the fact of
other presents and other possibilities. It makes sense, then, to reconsider nostalgia not as
blindness but as sightfulness, which completes the modern experience of time with its
insistent perception of disaster and its empathy to strangers stranded in the present”
(1592).
Davis also says that nostalgia helps us develop what he calls “appreciative stances
to former selves” (36). What compels a person to cultivate such stances? Perhaps Oregon
Hill’s history requires it. After all, the neighborhood’s indigenous residents do have a
longstanding reputation as violent, racist people whose houses at some points in time
represented eyesores for the city. “Ask anyone about Oregon Hill and they’ll probably
shudder and mumble something about not being able to walk through there at night,”
writes Cary Adams in 1974 (5). Perhaps the preservationists were trying to rewrite the
narrative, emphasizing Oregon Hill’s reputation as a place where people are hard workers
who value family and place. Perhaps, too, they are rewriting their own narrative in the
process—they are trying to make sense of their own intrusion.
In some ways, Oregon Hill’s preservationists had been outsiders in their own
neighborhood for years. They had been masking their own role as gentrifiers—because
while they may not have had monetary capital, they had a cultural capital. “The
musicians, artists and professors who are considered newcomers to Oregon Hill (even
after they’ve lived there 20 years) are quick to point out the eccentricities that drew them
there,” writes Lisa Antonelli Bacon. “They proudly point to characters with names like
Catfish, Apple Butter and Butter Beans as local color” (15). And Todd Woodson, OHNA
44
president told Brandon Walters of Style Weekly, “Oregon Hill is changing so fast the
ground is shaking,” he says. “We’re just trying to keep it artistic and diverse” (“City” 8).
Interestingly, Woodson doesn’t acknowledge that art and diversity represent changes
threatening working class residents.
What primarily distinguishes them from the neighborhood’s longtime residents is
a certain kind of literacy, therefore power to make changes to the landscape. Rarely are
the voices of working class residents heard in the public discourse. When they are, you
get the feeling it’s because a reporter dared to venture onto an elderly person’s porch to
ask a question. But many of Oregon Hill’s preservationists were part of an earlier wave of
newcomers to Oregon Hill too. In 1997, Maura Meinhardt, who at a protest against Ethyl
had proclaimed: “We have as much to do with the progress of the city as that skyline
has,” had only been living in the neighborhood for six years. David Gammino, a lawyer,
and fiancé Kathryn Thompson, who worked in advertising, both newcomers to the
neighborhood, are described as “activists fighting Ethyl’s plan to tear down the houses.”
“Quirkiness” and “the neighborhood’s eclectic nature” attracted them to the Oregon Hill.
Gammino appreciated its “live-and-let-live attitude. Mind your own business and do your
own thing.” Marta and David Powers, also newcomers, said they moved to Oregon Hill
because they could get a good deal on a large house. “This is the farmhouse I’ve always
wanted,” said Marta. But here’s the clincher. Thompson said, “I don’t want a bunch of
people just like me moving in.”
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Conclusion
It wasn’t long after I moved to Oregon Hill in 2006—to a new townhouse
development called The Overlook—that I became interested in its gentrification problem.
At first, I believed I was the problem, that I was part of a wave of middle-class people
responsible for changing Oregon Hill’s demographics and housing stock, and upsetting a
lot of people in the process. Though I knew I wasn’t directly responsible for the
displacement of longtime working class residents and the demolition of historic
homes—I was just a transient student—I felt I was guilty by association. When I began
meeting people in Oregon Hill, mostly through volunteer work at the William Byrd
Community House, I quickly realized how negatively The Overlook was perceived by a
number of people in Oregon Hill. Negative perceptions about the new development on
the river existed outside the neighborhood, too. The statement, “Oh, you live in those
places,” coupled with a look of trepidation, was the response I would most often get
when telling Richmond residents where I lived.
I had to admit that The Overlook did seem out of place in Oregon Hill. Its luxury
amenities, manicured landscaping, and clean brick and siding exteriors stood in stark
contrast to the weeds and chipped paint across the street. So when I began renting a room
in a house I shared with other students at The Overlook, there was no doubt in my mind
that Oregon Hill was gentrifying and that I was a part of the problem. But I knew there
had to be a story behind this story.
I hope I have shown that the story of The Overlook, what I perceive to be a
microcosmic urban gentrification story, is not simply about a group of advantaged people
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intruding upon and displacing a less advantaged group of people; it’s about how place is
constructed when multiple, competing voices together write a neighborhood’s story into
the landscape. And furthermore, that The Overlook, a housing development that for some
people represents an intrusion, was actually born of compromise. Gentrification at this
site, then, involved to some extent productive conversation. But if I am claiming
gentrification involved a conversation in which people reached a compromise, why am I
also calling it a problem?
When I first moved to the neighborhood, I sensed that I was living in the
aftermath of a defeat. The perceived conquerers in this defeat were, among others, the
developers of The Overlook and the newcomers to the neighborhood, people like me. The
perceived losers included longtime, working-class residents of Oregon Hill and, to a
greater degree in my mind, the neighborhood preservationists who had tried to prevent “a
yuppie development” from cropping up in their neighborhood. (The conflict represented,
in a larger arena, the battle between progress and preservation, which was simultaneously
taking place in other sites of the Richmond metropolitan region—at urban-rural fringes,
for example, where big box retail stores stood on what was at one time farmland.)
I’m saying I saw the neighborhood preservationists as defeated because the
dominant narrative about gentrification in Oregon Hill was largely written by them. In the
public discourse surrounding the issue, their voices were heard the loudest. But because
the aim of the preservationists was to maintain Oregon Hill’s identity as a working class
enclave, through the preservation of its historic housing, and because the development of
The Overlook undermined that aim, they saw themselves as defeated in the end, by both
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local forces—an insensitive and greedy corporation at the top of the list—and global
forces, like capitalism. Greg, who moved to the neighborhood just when The Overlook
story began, in 1996, sums up the feeling of activism’s loss in his 2005 zine anthology
publication, Complete Control:
I’ve always possessed a deep affinity for the past, its lessons, its secrets,
its unfinished stories and unnamed heroes. As they say, those who don’t
know it are doomed to repeat it. Today I spend a lot of time there.
Wondering of faces gone by, of moments of youthful passion and the what
ifs and never weres. Almost from the get go I started cutting and clipping
and saving anything and everything to do with our development of a
movement here in this city that doesn’t move much for anybody. (126)
The dominant narrative presented a problem for people like me, whose
association with The Overlook immediately suggested to Oregon Hill residents that I was
on the side of the conquerers, even though when I first moved to the neighborhood I had
very little knowledge of the history and politics that had placed me in that role. The
narrative about The Overlook had created an insider-outsider binary in which newcomers
like me were cast as the outsiders. The binary is damaging for the neighborhood because
it puts a wall up between people who just may share similar values, despite their
differences. It fails to recognize that maybe newcomers to the neighborhood share
activists’ desire to be a part of a neighborhood; the valuing of place and history; an
investment in their community. When I moved to The Overlook, I had a hard time
determining whether or not I was considered, by myself and by others, a resident of
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Oregon Hill, and therefore allowed to participate in civic life there. In ways, I felt I was
denied access to it. An invisible divide had been constructed at Holly Street, between the
old neighborhood and the new. The neighborhood association president told Baylen
Forcier, “It’s hard for a lot of people to stomach watching parents from Northern Virginia
buy quarter-million-dollar condos for their kids to squat in for four years while going to
VCU.” He also said, “…some townhouse residents do not want to become active in the
community and help Oregon Hill” (“Overlook”). But what if there were students who
cared?
What I learned is that we need to think of place differently. We could think of the
700 blocks at the southern tip of Oregon Hill as a place where something was lost. Where
people, who may or may not have lived in the houses of their ancestors, were forced to
leave their homes and families. Or we could think of it as a place where life goes on.
Where old houses fall and new ones get built. In Oregon Hill, The Overlook has come to
represent the triumph of progress over preservation. In the dominant narrative, progress
did win. Ethyl knocked down historic housing, displaced long-time residents, and sold its
property to a commercial developer, who built new housing for outsiders. But that’s not
all. Place is, as Oakes writes, “a geographical expression of modernity’s paradox—that
tension between progress and loss—a creative yet ambivalent space carved out
somewhere between the oppressiveness of the new order and the imprisonments of
tradition” (520). Place, then, represents the conversation between progress and
preservation.
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i Oregon Hill, in Richmond, Virginia, is a historically white, working-class neighborhood
situated south of Virginia Commonwealth University’s (VCU) campus and north of the
James river. Its housing stock consists mostly of Victorian row houses, which were
constructed in the late 1800s and early 1900s as residences for factory workers and their
families. A number of changes to Oregon Hill’s housing stock have occurred since that
time. In the 1970s and 1980s, writes Carrie Johnson of the Richmond Times-Dispatch,
“about half of the community’s 1,000 homes were demolished to make way for various
public works projects, including the Downtown Expressway” (“After 100 Years” B-1).
Over time, and for a variety of reasons, other homes were either demolished or fell into
disrepair. Today, Oregon Hill comprises approximately three by eight city blocks, and
houses an eclectic mix of indigenous white residents (descendants of original residents),
hippies and artists, students and professors, blacks, gays, professionals, and retirees.
ii In her short story titled “Everyday Use,” Alice Walker establishes a dialectic between a
family quilt’s value as a useful object and an object of cultural memory (141).
iii Giampietro “Could the Play be the Thing for Oregon Hill”; Giampietro “Richmond
Renaissance Will Fund Shakespeare Theater Study”; Walters “Ethyl’s Oregon Hill Land
to Become Apartments?”; Redmon “Plan angers Oregon Hill”
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